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MR. McCOURT: This is Tom McCourt. We are at 
the World Trade Center Task Force on Duane Street. 

Q. Your name, sir? 

A. Joseph Pfeifer, Battalion Chief, Battalion 1. 

Q. Sir, on September 11, 2001, could you tell me 
the events that took place that day? 

A. Okay. I was working the night before in the 
ist Battalion, and sometime about 8:15 or so in the 
morning we got a call to Lispenard and Church for a 
gas leak in the street. We were there for a while 
checking on the gas leak, and then we heard the loud 
roar of the plane come over, and we turned around and 
we looked and we saw the plane coming down, heading 
south towards the Trade Center, and made a direct hit 
on the Trade Center. 

Q. You actually saw it hit? 

A. I saw it hit. Within about ten seconds after 
that or so I gave the first report on the radio and 
transmitted a second alarm for a plane into the Trade 
Center, and then shortly after that, the units I was 
with, I told them all to start in to the Trade Center, 
and shortly after that I found a radio to transmit the 
third alarm. I told the dispatcher this was a direct 


attack on the Trade Center and we had the second alarm 
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coming in on the north tower and to stage the third 
alarm on Vesey and West. 

I pulled in front of the building. I looked 
up and I saw no fire coming out, no smoke coming out, 
which would have been the west side of the building. 

If I can back up, as we went down the street 
after the initial explosion of the plane hitting, we 
saw there was somewhat of a hole, from our position, 
certainly, maybe three or four of the stories, three 
stories I think I said. Again, there was no fire 
coming out. So, when we got there, there was no fire 
and on the west side there was no smoke. But there was 
an obvious hole in the building. 

I went into the lobby. There were people 
injured. I went into the lobby and tried to gather 
information, where the plane hit, what floor, and the 
best we could get is somewhere around 80. As the units 
were coming in, we checked for the elevators to see if 
we had any elevator service. There wasn't any. Then 
what we did was I started to send people up to perform 
a rescue because we knew there were people trapped 
above the fire and we were getting reports in the lobby 
people were trapped in the elevators and people were 


trapped, and I believe we started sending units up. 
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Q. You were the first highest ranking officer on 
the scene? 

A. Correct. Shortly after I was there, the 
division came in. They started out the same time we 
were rolling. So they were there very quickly, and I 
briefed Chief Hayden on what I knew at the time, which 
was an approximate floor and we believe we had people 
trapped. Then we kind of went through a high-rise 
operation to try and get people up there. We paired 
the engines. I know I told engines, half the group to 
take hose, the other half not to, at least early on, 
and started their way up. Also, I saw my brother, who 
was a Lieutenant in 33, and we spoke a little bit and 
then he went up also. 

By this time all the Chiefs in the world and 
the Commissioner and everybody else was there and I was 
just in a support role of the operation of the lobby 
command post in the first tower. 

Then the plane hit the second tower, the 
south tower. At that point Chief Donald Burns and 
Battalion Chief Orio Palmer went into the second tower 
and I took command of that. 

Right before that we discussed the operation 


of the radio. Any time in a high-rise building, 
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communications is difficult. We tried to get repeaters 
to work. The Trade Center had a repeater. We tried to 
get that to work. That did not work for some reason, 
and there were problems with the repeater in the car 
also. So communications from the onset was difficult 
and both Orio and myself tried to get that to work. We 
tried it numerous times and we couldn't get the 
repeaters to operate properly, so we had to rely just 
on handie-talkie communication, which is at best hit or 
miss in any high-rise. 

At one point I was asked to get the 
operations with the helicopter into motion. 
Unfortunately, or fortunately, I could not get ahold of 
the dispatcher to do that. One of the citywide radios 
got moved around and I couldn't grab that, and there 
were no phone lines. The phone lines were out and 
nobody was picking up or the lines were busy to the 
dispatcher, so I couldn't get through to them ona 
landline or a cell line. 

We weren't getting good reports from the 
police at all. There was one point there was a 
possibility of a second plane coming in and somebody 
said something and I turned around to try to confirm 


that and we couldn't confirm that. There was also 
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later on the possibility of a third plane. Again, we 
just heard somebody say it and we tried to confirm it. 
We could not confirm it with any law enforcement 
people. We all ran out at that point. So that was the 
difficulty we had. 

At one point after the second plane hit, I 
think, I'm not positive of the time line, I know Chief 
Callen asked over the radio to come down to the lobby. 
But with difficulty with communications, that didn't 
happen. It didn't fully happen. I'm not too sure who 
heard that or how many people came down. There was no 
way of really telling at that point. 

But right before the south tower collapsed, I 
noticed a lot of people just left the lobby, and I 
heard we had a crew of all different people, 
high-level people in government, everybody was gone, 
almost like they had information that we didn't have. 
Some of them were moved across the street to the 
command post. 

Q. Who were you with at this time? 

A You name them, they were there. 

Q. With you? 

A Yes, in the lobby. They were moving the 


command post. So, I guess, after that companies were 
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coming in and we were listing them on the command board 
so we had an account of everybody. Unfortunately, the 
command board is not around any longer. 

At one point the Fire Safety Director, Mike 
Hurley, asked us if we wanted the building evacuated. 
I'm not too sure if he meant both buildings or he was 
just talking about this. In either case, I believe he 
was talking about both buildings. I turned to Chief 
Hayden and said do you want to evacuate the buildings? 
He said yes. I turned to Mike and I told him evacuate 
the buildings. 

So there were definite communications back 
and forth that we wanted the buildings evacuated. I 
forget what stage that was at that time. Again, I 
can't put that on a time line. But it was before the 
second building collapsed for sure because Mike wasn't 
in the lobby with us. So it was sometime before that. 

Then in the lobby we heard the south tower is 
collapsing. I'm not sure, like I said before. I get 
mixed up with south and north and two and one. But 
right before the south building collapsed, we heard a 
loud rumbling noise, and those that were left in the 
area, we knew something was collapsing, and I noticed 


in the lobby area where you go around the corner to an 
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escalator that leads up into the Customs Building, and 
as things were collapsing into the lobby of the north 
tower, I pushed everybody around the corner. I knew 
where I was so I pushed people around the corner. 

There was my aide, Chief Hayden, Chief 
Callen, an EMS Lieutenant, Father Judge, I think Chief 
Villani, and there might have been a couple other 
people, a Lieutenant, I don't know his name, a Fire 
Lieutenant, and maybe a couple other people. They were 
just pushed around a wall literally and then the whole 
area went black. We heard things collapse. There was 
debris falling in and everything was black. 

At that time I went around to Chief Hayden 
and said I'm going to evacuate the building. I got on 
the radio and I called up to the Battalion Chief 
upstairs, which I got an acknowledgment to evacuate the 
building for a number of times. 

Q. Do you remember what Chief that was? 

A. I don't know what Chief. But I did get 
acknowledgment, like I said, a number of times 
firefighters said they heard me and that's why they got 
out. And that was just in the blackness where at that 
point we didn't even know our way out. 


Then Father Judge was there and he was lying 
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on the ground and I went over to him, took off his 
collar, I opened up his shirt, checked for a pulse, and 
I knew at that point that he didn't have any. 

Q. Where was he? 

A He was with us in the lobby all the time. 

Q. In the lobby? 

A Right. He was saying some prayers and he was 
very anxious in the lobby. I could watch him. He was 
very concerned, very different, Father Judge, as I know 
him. Apparently, what it was, it was a heart attack. 
We didn't know at the time it was a heart attack. We 
thought he was hit with debris. 

Q. He didn't have any obvious injuries? 

A. He didn't have any obvious injuries. Then 
again, we're in black with just a couple of 
flashlights. So at this time we had to figure out how 
to get out of here now. So I kind of had an idea where 
I was going in the building. 

So I went up the escalator and now some of 
the other guys are taking Father Judge and they're 
carrying the body up and out to the top, and then there 
was a bridge across, and I told them, I told Chief 
Hayden and a whole bunch of people, hey, listen, let me 


see if the bridge is still here, whatever, and let me 
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go across and I'll let you know if we can get out this 
way . 

Again, I had no idea. At this point we had 
no idea that the whole south tower had collapsed. No 
idea. We didn't hear any reports. We knew something 
collapsed, part of the building came down, elevators 
collapsed. We knew we had something but no idea. 

MR. CASTORINA: Meanwhile, the building you 
were in was evacuating; you gave the word already? 

MR. MCCOURT: In other words, the 
firefighters and everybody were starting to come down? 

A. Well, I gave an order to evacuate and it was 
acknowledged and there were reports that people heard 
that and they were coming down to the extent, again, 
communication was difficult. It was difficult. I was 
glad somebody heard it. 

Q. Did you see Commissioner Feehan there at all? 

A. He was there in the lobby earlier along with 
Commissioner Von Essen and OEM. 

Q. And Chief Ganci? 

A. I didn't see Chief Ganci myself. But 
everybody had to come there first. 

Q. The bridge was intact, that footbridge going 


across? 
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A. The footbridge that went across, pretty much 
you couldn't see out of any of the windows and 
everything and it was like fire. Everything was smoky 
so you couldn't see anything. So I walked all the way 
across the bridge and found out that the bridge was 
intact. I radioed back to tell them that you can come 
across the bridge, that everything is intact, you can 
get out this way, and I was getting no answer on the 
radio. I called a number of times, a number of times. 

I went across with four guys. So the four 
guys I was with walked all the way back across the 
bridge again and I tried to contact them, and I was 
able to contact Chief Hayden, who took a bunch of guys 
out, like out a window onto the side plaza. So I knew 
they were out and it's not exactly the area I wanted to 
go because things were falling down and people were 
jumping. So I took the group I was with back across 
the bridge, my third trip across the bridge. 

Q. Where did that lead you to? Where did that 
come out? 

A. It came out to the World Financial Center. 
We got out there and then we were standing under the 
bridge trying to see what was going on. I couldn't see 


what was going on. Everything was covered with smoke. 
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I couldn't see what collapsed. Our eyes were full of 
garbage. 

We wound up walking out into the street on 
Vesey and West pretty much standing in front of 1, the 
north tower, or hopefully the north tower, just north 
of the bridge, and I met up with Chief Cassano at that 
point and then I think Chief Hayden came in a little 
later. 

Again, the timing, it felt like seconds but I 
imagine it was a little longer than seconds. But 
things were happening very quickly. We're standing on 
the street and still not knowing the full implication 
of what took place because you couldn't see. It was 
all smoke. It looked like a fire. But it was the 
buildings. So still I didn't know the whole thing 
collapsed. I knew we had a big collapse but I had no 
idea. What people saw on TV I didn't see and nobody 
told me that's what had occurred and I didn't hear any 
radio communications of that either. 

But standing out there, at one point, we just 
heard a loud, thunderous, rumble sound, and that's when 
people really were saying run, run. I must have had my 
back to the building or was talking to one of the 


Chiefs because I never saw it. I just heard the sound 
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and ran about 50 yards west up Vesey Street towards the 
river and got about half a block at most and dove 
behind a car or between cars in the street. 

Q. The smoke and the rubble was coming at you? 

A. Yes. Everything was coming at us, and as it 
started to turn brown, we dove behind the car, and then 
the whole street went black and at that point I thought 
that was it. When the whole street goes black in the 
middle of the day, that's not a good thing. At that 
point it was real difficult to breathe. You couldn't 
see anything now with the debris being under a lot of 
force. 

Then after a while it started to clear. 
Actually, I was with a civilian. Actually, I was 
laying over him because he had no helmet or anything. 
Then we got up and we couldn't see, but it started to 
clear to like a brown, cloudy smoke, and I hear pop, 
pop, pop, which sounded like gunfire to me. Then right 
after that I hear people screaming get down, get down. 
It's not normal. I worked in the ghetto long enough 

that you get down. 

Q. Of course. 

A. Because it sounded like gunfire and I've 


heard gunfire before. It could have been something 
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totally different. I have no idea. I grabbed the guy 
I was with and told him, hey, we have to get down, we 
have to get some cover. 

Then it started to clear again a little 
better and we got up and I looked down the block and I 
saw some law enforcement taking a guy away in handcuffs 
and he was very agitated. 

Q. Would that be on the other side of west? 

A On the west side of West Street. 

Q Towards the river? 

A. Towards the river. 

Q Did you ever find out what he was -- 

A. No. But the cops were real agitated and it 
was early on. I couldn't imagine what they would 
arrest somebody for. Again, it could have been almost 
anything creating that sound. I have no idea. But I 
figured that was three strikes at that point. And then 
I came back to the scene and tried to figure out what 
took place here and what we had. 

Q. Did your brother make it out? 

A No. 

Q. I'm very sorry. 
A That's the toughest part. And that's the 


story. 
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Q. You answered all the questions. Is there 
anything else you want to add? 
A. No. 
MR. CASTORINA: The time now is 9:00 


o'clock. That concludes the interview. Thank you. 


